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MWD’s Dreams: a Nightmare for Fish 
Posted on August 6, 2017 by Tom Cannon  

The Metropolitan Water District of Southern California, commonly known as MWD, recently 
released a series of information papers1 on the California WaterFix (Delta Tunnels). In this first 
in a series of posts I address MWD’s “assessment” of what will happen to the Bay-Delta 
environment and fish community if the WaterFix is built and operated. 

One figure from MWD’s papers demonstrates the primary flaw in its assessment. 

This key figure from the MWD’s papers accurately portrays the WaterFix’s potential “benefit.” But it leaves out the 
back story. The “uncontrolled” winter flows from Mother Nature’s few-and-far-between miracle rain events in 
drought years like 2013, as portrayed in the figure, were long ago allocated to the Bay-Delta as a small compensation 
for all the water taken from potential Bay inflow not shown in the chart.2 The proposed new WaterFix exports shown 
by the white line would take a good-sized bite out of what was left for the Bay. The proposed Sites Reservoir would 
take another large bite. 

1 https://mavensnotebook.com/2017/07/23/metropolitan-water-district-posts-second-white-paper-
on-california-water-fix-operations/ 
2 Past water rights and water quality control plans, as well as various water project operating 
agreements, recognized the important role played by uncontrolled Delta inflows and outflows. 
Qualifiers to such agreements commonly stated that further allocation or access to these 
uncontrolled would not be made without careful review of the environmental consequences. 



CSPA-404 

2 
http://calsport.org/fisheriesblog/?p=1753 

What is not shown is that this increase in export water would come from un-dammed tributaries 
to the Sacramento River such as Cow, Cottonwood, Battle, Deer, and Mill creeks, and the 
partially dammed Yuba and Cosumnes rivers. Most of the total inflow to the Valley from the 
storms shown on this graph was captured and stored in the large reservoirs on the main rivers 
(Sacramento, San Joaquin, Feather, American, Mokelumne, Stanislaus, Tuolumne, Merced, and 
Trinity), before it ever got to the Delta. Diversions to storage and exports from the Valley 
captured over 20 million acre-ft in Water Year 2013, including carryover storage. 

It is true that exports from the south Delta were only about 2 million acre-ft for water year 2013: 
export water rights are among the last in line, especially in very dry years. About 2 million acre-
ft, roughly the same amount of water as exports, flowed to the Bay from the uncontrolled winter 
flow. The other Delta outflow for the year was water that was released from storage to repel 
salinity and thus keep water for exports and Delta farming fresh enough to use. 

The caption at bottom left of the figure attributes the loss of 800,000 acre-ft to biological 
opinions for fish, and suggests that WaterFix would “recover” these “losses.” The “loss” is not 
real and “recovery” of this water would only be possible at the further expense of fisheries 
already in collapse. The present (and past) restrictions on exports are needed to protect (1) the 
tens of millions of young hatchery and wild salmon and steelhead moving from rivers to the Bay-
Delta and ocean during the flow pulses, and (2) the spawning runs of Delta and longfin smelt, 
which are also keyed to the flow pulses. Screening the WaterFix intakes is not going to protect 
the flow needs of the fish that depend wholly on the storm flows moving through the Delta to the 
Bay and ocean. 


